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The increasing number of deaths of undocumented immigrants in the deserts of Arizona and
southern California has renewed attention on the restrictive US immigration policies implemented
in the mid-1990s. Under programs like Operation Gatekeeper and Operation Guardian, US
immigration authorities erected barriers and beefed up patrols at the traditional crossings used by
undocumented immigrants to enter the US, forcing the flow into more remote and dangerous sites
in the deserts of Arizona, California, and New Mexico.
Because of these policies, the number of undocumented immigrants who have died attempting to
cross into the US has risen gradually each year despite highly publicized campaigns by the US and
Mexican governments warning about the dangers of crossing through remote areas.
By early June, 150 immigrant deaths reported As of early June, 150 undocumented Mexican
immigrants had died in the deserts of the US Southwest this year, the Secretaria de Relaciones
Exteriores (SRE) reported. Last year, 491 undocumented immigrants lost their lives attempting
to cross into the US, a sharp increase from the 306 deaths reported in 1999. The US and Mexican
governments have launched publicity campaigns during the last several years to dissuade would-be
crossers from embarking on the trip.
Among other things, President Vicente Fox's administration has boosted the ranks of agents in
Grupo Beta, who are stationed at the border to provide assistance to potential emigrants. Most
of the 50 new agents who are assigned to the US-Mexico border will be stationed in Sonora and
Baja California, near the remote areas now being used by undocumented workers. Even with the
additional personnel, the number of Grupo Beta agents along the entire stretch of the US-Mexico
border will only increase to 125, compared with 9,000 agents of the US Border Patrol.
Beta agents initially offer warnings and provide information about the dangers of crossing through
remote areas. But they also offer whatever assistance is necessary to those who insist on crossing
despite the warnings. Grupo Beta agents will probably be called upon to help the government
distribute 200,000 survival kits to Mexicans planning to cross into the US.
The kits contain dried meat, cans of tuna, granola, aspirin, bandages, medicine for snake and
scorpion bites, electrolyte powder to fight dehydration, and birth-control pills and condoms. The
decision to provide the kits came from a bilateral US-Mexico committee formed to consider ways to
protect undocumented workers who attempt to cross into the US.
The Instituto Nacional de Migracion (INM) has also placed signs along the Mexican banks of the Rio
Grande warning potential crossers about the dangers of drowning. Juan Hernandez, director of the
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Oficina de la Presidencia para la Atencion y Apoyo al Migrante, said the Fox administration had no
choice but to provide the kits, even though they are perceived as encouraging emigration. "We're
not going to close our eyes. We have individuals with needs and they are dying at the border," said
Hernandez. "This office was created specifically to watch out for their needs."
But some experts say the kits will do little to reduce deaths because they fail to provide water, the
one element that migrants need most. And several immigrant-rights advocates suggest the kits may
be counterproductive. "The survival kits just might give migrants a false sense of security," said
Claudia Smith, director of the California Rural Legal Assistance Foundation (CRLAF).

Government to prosecute immigrant smugglers
While groups like the CRLAF have directed much of their criticism toward the punitive US
immigration policies, some deaths are also blamed on the immigrant smugglers, known as "coyotes"
or "polleros." These smugglers charge emigrants as much as US$2,000 for guiding them to US cities.
But in many instances, the smugglers abandon their clients in remote areas. "Some survivors have
described how their guides abandoned them after determining that they lacked sufficient water to
bring their clients to the nearest population center," said the daily newspaper El Universal.
The Mexican government estimates that as many as 100 immigrant-trafficking gangs are now
operating in Mexico. These gangs generate US$10 billion a year, making alien smuggling the
second-most-profitable illegal business in the country after drug trafficking, said INM director
Felipe de Jesus Preciado. The proliferation of smugglers has prompted the Fox administration to
create a special office to prosecute these individuals or organizations. As part of the project, which
has received the support of all major parties in the Congress, the government would increase the
penalties for immigrant smuggling beyond the current term of six to 12 years.

Mexico seeks amnesty for undocumented immigrants
The immigrant deaths have renewed attention on the debate in the US over immigration reform.
In the long term, President Fox is pushing for an open-border policy that would allow Mexican
workers to move freely between the US and Mexico. Under current policies, the US deports an
average of 1.5 million Mexicans each year. Fox's vision, while endorsed by many immigrant-rights
organizations in the US, has not found much support in the US Congress. US legislators are instead
considering several plans to grant guest-worker permits to Mexican workers, primarily those
working in agriculture.
For now, Mexico is willing to settle for this type of program. "It's not just a safety valve for Mexico,"
Juan Hernandez said, referring to a guest-worker proposal in the US Senate. "I think people would
be surprised how much this would alleviate the problems at the border."
But some immigrant-rights advocates believe Hernandez's enthusiasm for the Senate plan,
proposed by Sen. Phil Gramm (R-TX), is a bit misguided. Joel Magallan, director of a New Yorkbased immigrant- rights organization, urged the Mexican government not to endorse the plan,
which he said institutionalizes exploitation of Mexican workers. In addition, critics point out the plan
does not offer medical coverage or other benefits and requires workers admitted under the program
to return to Mexico annually, with no guarantee that they would be allowed re- entry.
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The Senate plan is also considered a stop-gap measure that could derail other efforts by the Mexican
government to push for amnesty for an estimated 5 million undocumented immigrants already
residing in the US. Undocumented workers comprise the largest percentage of Mexican nationals
in the US. Recent estimates published by the Mexican government's population agency (Consejo
Nacional de Poblacion, CONAPO), show that 8.5 million persons who were born in Mexico are
living in the US, with or without legal papers. This is equivalent to 8.5% of the population of Mexico
and 3% of the US population.
An overwhelming percentage of Mexicans reside in just four states: California, Texas, Illinois, and
Arizona. Some estimates indicate that more natives of Michoacan reside in California, Illinois, and
Texas combined than in their home state, The New York Times reported.

US labor organization supports Mexican position
The administration of US President George W. Bush has openly opposed the amnesty proposal, but
the Mexican government has found an unlikely ally in the US labor movement. In mid-June, the US
labor organization AFL-CIO endorsed the proposal to offer legal status to between 8 million and 11
million undocumented immigrants from Mexico and other countries who are residing in the US.
"What we are looking for as an international labor organization is the opportunity for these workers
to legalize their status in the United States so they can receive a fair wage, so society will finally
recognize their contribution, and so they can no longer be subjected to exploitation," AFL-CIO vice
president Eliseo Medina said at a press conference in Mexico City. Medina acknowledged that the
announcement represents a change in policy for the AFL-CIO, which for many years opposed any
policies that favored undocumented immigrants.
But in recent years the AFL-CIO has led efforts to unionize workers in the service and hospitality
industries, many of whom are undocumented workers. "Some employers exploit and underpay
undocumented workers and threaten to deport them if they move to organize," said Medina.
Mexican authorities say the demand for workers willing to take lower-paying jobs is so strong in
the US that almost every immigrant who crosses into the US finds employment. "As long as there is
demand, there will be supply," said Hernandez. "What should be done is to ensure that immigration
is orderly and controllable."
Emigrants are also good for Mexico from an economic standpoint because they regularly send
much-needed funds back to their communities. Remittances, the third-largest source of national
income after oil and tourism, have increased significantly this year. Money sent home by Mexicans
in the first quarter of the year surged by 43% from the same three-month period in 2000. If the
current pace continues, remittances could total US$9.8 billion in 2001, far surpassing the US$6 billion
sent in 2000 and US$5.8 billion in 1999.
The increase in remittances is attributed in part to new mechanisms that allow easier transfer of
money to Mexico. These mechanisms were negotiated with state banking authorities by the Oficina
de la Presidencia para la Atencion y Apoyo al Migrante. In some states, emigrants can send money
by using an automatic teller machine and paying a fee of only about US$1.50. In the past, fees cost
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as much as US$40 for every US$200 that was wired to Mexico. In some cases, the impact of the funds
can be measured directly. For example, emigrants from Zacatecas state send back to relatives an
average of US$1 million per day, a much greater amount than the Zacatecas state receives from the
federal government, said Rodolfo Garcia Zamora, a migration expert at the Universidad Autonoma
de Zacatecas.
Many emigrants who come from certain communities are pooling their resources to fund some
capital projects back home. For example, residents from Jerez in Zacatecas state have contributed
sufficient funds to pave the streets of their home town, The New York Times recently reported.
"Most money from remittances goes directly to Mexico's poorest communities, where it has the
potential to reduce immigration in the future," Hernandez' office said in a press statement. (Sources:
Copley News Service, 05/17/01; La Jornada, 05/18/01; Reuters, 05/24/01; Reforma, 05/18/01, 05/21/01;
The Dallas Morning News, 06/06/01, 06/08/01; Spanish news service EFE, 06/11/01, 06/13/01; The
Boston Globe, El Financiero, 06/13/01; The News, 05/18/01, 06/14/01; Associated Press, 06/04/01,
06/14/01; Excelsior, 06/08/01, 06/15/01; El Economista, 06/15/01; Los Angeles Times, 05/25/01,
06/17/01; The Washington Post, 05/26/01, 06/17/01, 06/18/01; CNI en Linea, 05/24/01, 06/19/01; The
New York Times, 05/27/01, 06/17/01, 06/19/01; El Universal, 06/01/01, 06/15/01, 06/19/01; Novedades,
06/13/01, 06/19/01; Notimex, 06/12/01, 06/17/01, 06/20/01)
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